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Introducing structuration theory in communal consumption
behavior research
Abstract
Purpose - In community research, there is a large gap between theoretical developments and empirical
proves. Especially, in micro-macro contexts, where the interaction between micro- (the community
member) and macro-(the community) level variables have significant effects, no comprehensive
theoretical approach that explicitly frames micro-macro phenomena has been considered in empirical
methodology. This study attempts to present a multilevel theoretical framework which explains the
complex interrelationship of various elements that shape consumption experience and market
institutions. Design/methodology/approach - Based on practical questions related to community
research, where individuals act in communal contexts, shape the community and are influenced by the
community, the importance of studying micro-macro phenomena are discussed. These preliminaries
form assumptions that are integrated into theoretical and methodological developments. It is shown how
structuration approaches meet the assumptions on communal consumption research and how multilevel
analyses fit into the assumptions that are raised by the structuration approach. Findings - The paper
develops and presents a multilevel model, which represents the interplay among various cultural levels
that influence consumption experience and the evolution of consumption trends. This model proposes a
theoretical framework which explains structuration in consumer research contexts. Originality/value -
Academics can use this study to understand the link between communal consumption theory to
methodology. They have access to a research framework that integrates micro-macro effects and receive
some ideas on possible structures and variables they can analyze. Practitioners learn that within
communal research consumption patterns do not only influence individuals, but they also determine the
community's structure that in turn shapes the behaviour of its members. Keywords - Consumer
behaviour, Community behaviour, Social processes, Influence Paper type - Conceptual paper
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Introducing Structuration Theory in Communal Consumption Behavior Research 
 
 
Abstract: 
Category of paper: Conceptual paper: existing theoretical ideas are connected to state of the art 
methods. 
Purpose: In community research there is a large gap between theoretical developments and 
empirical proves. Especially in micro-macro contexts, where the interaction between micro (the 
community member) and macro (the community) level variables have significant effects, no 
comprehensive theoretical approach that explicitly frames micro-macro phenomena has been 
considered in empirical methodology. This study attempts to present a multilevel theoretical 
framework which explains the complex interrelationship of various elements that shape 
consumption experience and market institutions. 
 
Design 
Based on practical questions related to community research, where individuals act in communal 
contexts, shape the community and are influenced by the community, the importance of studying 
micro-macro phenomena are discussed. These preliminaries form assumptions that are integrated 
into theoretical and methodological developments. It is shown how structuration approaches 
meet the assumptions on communal consumption research and how multilevel analyses fit into 
the assumptions that are raised by the structuration approach. 
 
Findings 
The paper develops and presents a multilevel model, which represents the interplay among 
various cultural levels that influence consumption experience and the evolution of consumption 
trends. This model proposes a theoretical framework which explains structuration in consumer 
research contexts.   
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Value 
Academics can use this study to understand the link between communal consumption theory to 
methodology. They have access to a research framework that integrates micro-macro effects and 
receive some ideas on possible structures and variables they can analyze. Practitioners learn that 
within communal research consumption patterns do not only influence individuals, they also 
determines the community’s structure that in turn shapes the behaviour of its members.  
 
Keywords: context, community, multilevel analysis, social influence, structuration  
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Introduction 
 
 One of the main objectives of marketing, market and consumer research is to classify, analyse 
and interpret information regarding the behaviour of individuals, collectivities and organizations. 
This research process may be based on prior knowledge (using a top-down perspective), or on 
statistical knowledge extracted from the analysis of empirical data (using a bottom-up 
perspective). As a result of this analysis, a series of patterns can be identified, which describe 
stable behaviour sequences of individual, collectivities or organizations. These patterns can then 
be used to develop abstract models of market structure and evolution, and to forecast 
consumption and economic trends.  
 
At organizational level, these patterns are used to identify, classify and address various 
consumer segments, in a specific market context determined by organisational and 
environmental characteristics. Based on its own business experience and strategic objectives, the 
enterprise often develops its own operational patterns in order to address the identified consumer 
groups’ behavioural patterns. The interplay of these patterns, embedded in the general market 
environment, determines a specific market structure.    
 
A good understanding of the relevant market structures represent the basis for the strategic 
marketing approach of business organisations, because these structures are assumed to describe 
and influence the behaviour of individual consumers. In a structural interpretation of market 
trends, individual behaviour is determined by the specific structural context(s) in which people 
live and act (such as national and local culture, their reference groups, etc.), and by their specific 
position and role in various social collectivities and organisations. However, at this point, the 
structural theoretical framework neglects the fact that the profile and the evolution of market 
segments were defined by investigating the individual patterns of behaviour of the people 
composing these segments.  
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In reality social structures do not exist per se, being constituted and maintained through 
continuous individual initiatives, which are the expression of voluntaristic individual behaviour. 
Considered from this analytical perspective, the individual interpretation of social behaviour 
states that individuals are actively engaged in a permanent process of constructing and 
modifying social structures.  
 
Although complementary and inter-related, these two interpretative frameworks (structural and 
individual) are often artificially separated in market research studies, for the sake of 
simplification. This fragmented epistemological approach creates a conflict between communal 
structure and individual behaviour, between determinism and voluntarism, between structuralism 
and subjectivism, being defined in the academic literature as the macro-micro problem. While it 
is necessary to study individual behavior, as well as the evolution of social collectivities, the 
idiosyncratic relation between them represents a very interesting topic. Considering the 
complementary interplay of influences at individual and aggregated level that ultimately shape 
the consumption trends, it becomes obvious that these two perspectives have to be integrated 
into a systemic model.   
 
Although various authors outlined the increasing need to study communal consumption (Gainer 
and Fischer 1994; Cova 1997; Arnould and Thompson 2005), it is obvious that the change of the 
research paradigm should be even more dramatic. It cannot be said anymore that the “link is 
more important than the thing” (Cova 1997, p. 307), but rather to take into account the complex 
duality between links and things, which define and transform the meanings of things. Thus, to 
understand individuals, it is necessary to understand their communal structure and interactions. 
Then, understanding communal structure and interactions represents the key to understanding 
ourselves, other individuals, and the society as a whole.  
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While qualitative research delivers insights into understanding communal structures and social 
interactions between individuals in terms of cultural, symbolic, ideological or social elements 
(see Arnould and Thompson 2005 for a summary on existing research), there is still a need for 
quantitative methods that can combine collective and individual effects as different units of 
analysis of the same social system. Advocating this integrative perspective, the present study 
attempts to: 
- provide a critical analysis of the consumer culture theory and research with a special 
emphasis on communal consumption; 
- introduce and explain the structuration theory as a possible theoretical model that allows a 
dynamic synthesis of individual and communal consumption trends; 
-  present a general model that indicates the dynamic interplay of various cultural levels in 
creating, maintaining and transforming consumption patterns.  
 
This paper starts with a presentation of the main areas of consumer culture theory (CCT) that 
have been introduced and developed in the last 20 years as a regulation framework for the 
article. Following Arnould and Thompson’s (2005) classification categories within CCT, this 
article emphasizes communal consumption and discusses the advantages and limitations of the 
research applied in this specific field.  In an attempt to integrate the individual and the 
communal streams of research into a unified framework of analysis, the study then proposes the 
application of the structuration theory for the study of social consumption behaviour. A synthetic 
model is developed in order to provide a general perspective on the various elements that shape 
social consumption behaviour at various levels. The paper ends with a series of general 
propositions about a possible methodological approach which should be applied to study the 
multi-level system of social consumption behaviour.  
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Consumer Culture Theory   
 
The difficulty to define and conceptualise culture stems from the relativity of its meaning for 
every individual. Faced with this problem, many authors developed a general definition, listing 
the main elements of culture, and outlining their application in social collectivities:  
- The complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, custom ad any other 
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society (Tylor 1891, in McCort and 
Malhotra 1993); 
- A transmitted patterns of values, ideas and other symbolic systems that shape behaviour 
(Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1952);  
- Culture is to society what memory is to individuals (Kluckhohn 1954); 
- A repertoire of formal activities like beliefs, ritual practices, art forms, and ceremonies, as well 
as informal cultural practices such as language, gossip, stories, and rituals of daily life (Swindler 
1986); 
- A system for creating, sending, storing and processing information (Hall and Hall 1987); 
- Beliefs and values that are widely shared in a particular society and at a particular point in time 
(Ralston et al. 1993). 
 
Adopting a critical perspective, Segall (1983) questioned the utility of defining culture, and 
described it as a complex mix of independent variable that can be attributed to individual 
behaviour.   
 
A person would hardly notice the culture in which s/he was raised and educated, because cultural 
manifestations are embedded in his/her psyche and behaviour (Hall 1983). The awareness of the 
cultural programming is developed only when confronting peoples or organisations from a 
different culture; in these instances the cultural difference clearly indicates the relativity of 
cultural values and artefacts.  
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The distributed view of cultural meaning in consumption emphasises the dynamics of 
fragmentation, plurality, fluidity and hybridisation of various consumption traditions and 
lifestyles, within the sociohistoric frame of globalisation and market capitalism (Featherstone 
1991; Hannerz 1992; Firat and Venkatesh 1995). From this perspective, ethnographic methods 
of cultural enquiry are necessary to generate theoretical and practical insights in the current 
marketing environment (Frank, 1997; Osborne, 2002). The contemporary global culture emerges 
from tangible and conceptual elements that are often derived from marketing practices and 
actions. However, the cultural change is not a unilateral process of the global invading and 
transforming the local, but can be rather described as a process in which consumers are 
interpreting, appropriating and adopting the cultural rituals and symbols of commodities/services 
in their own terms (Firat and Venkatesh 1995; Cova 1997; Ritson and Elliott 1999; Kozinets 
2001 and 2002; Holt 2002; Grayson and Martinec 2004).  Consumer communities form around 
shared experiences and values, including lifestyle-related events and activities (Okleshen 2001), 
and are subsequently modified by social, economic and market changes. 
 
Marketers who therefore want to understand consumer behaviour in order to design effective 
marketing operations must study closely the daily rituals of social consumption and their 
symbolic meaning (Levy 1981; Wells 1993). Then they must deconstruct and analyse the ritual 
processes of purchasing and consumption, monitoring the circumstances that frame the acts of 
social consumption. The studies of McCraken (1988) and Holt (1997) suggested that tracking the 
trajectories of assigned products and service rituals and meanings is critical in understanding 
their significance for consumers.  
 
Various authors have proposed a multidimensional model of culture, composed of different 
levels, which are dynamic and interdependent (Hofstede 1991; Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner 1997; Spencer-Oatey 2000). There is a significant debate in the literature regarding the 
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level of analysis that has to be used when investigating cultural phenomena. In most cases, the 
studies used the national culture as the main unit of analysis, because the nationality of a person 
can be more easily established than its participation into a specific sub-culture or community. In 
addition, many empirical results support the idea that people living in a country will be 
influenced by the same set of cultural values and norms (Dawar and Parket 1994; Hofstede 
1991). On the other hand, this national orientation has restricted the applicability of cultural 
research to predict individual consumer behaviour (Segall 1983). Hofstede (1991), for example, 
clearly outlines that culture level analysis always reflects central tendencies for a country and it 
cannot be used to predict individual behaviour. However, other authors (Bond 1988; Leung and 
Bond 1989) consider that culture and individual behaviour are interrelated, determining specific 
beliefs, norms, organisations and social structures (Giddens 1984). Therefore, it is not sufficient, 
from an operational point of view, to measure only the general cultural dimensions/values, being 
necessary to investigate also the way in which these values determine and influence a specific 
consumption behaviour.  
 
In comparison with the statistical research framework on group consumption, consumer culture 
studies are mostly qualitative, using as main units of research individual consumer and/or 
specific consumer communities (Sherry 1991). These studies can be classified in four main 
categories (Arnould and Thompson 2005):  
 
a. Consumer Identity Projects – which investigate the ways in which consumers, using 
marketing elements, develop and define a coherent sense of individual self and cultural identity 
(McCraken 1986; Belk 1988). The market has become a source of mythic and symbolic 
resources, that are valorised by consumers in narratives of self-identity (Belk 1988; Hill and 
Stamey 1990; Hill 1991; Holt 2002). On the other hand, during the consumption process, the 
individuals are personalising cultural scripts that align their identities with the structural 
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imperatives of a market-driven global economy (Grayson and Martinec, 2004; Kozinets, 2001, 
Holt, 2002, Murray, 2002). 
 
b. Marketplace Cultures – address the ways in which consumers develop feelings of social 
solidarity and create distinctive, fragmented, transient cultural communities, through the pursuit 
of common consumption interests. This approach is based on the idea of neotribalism Maffesoli 
(1996), a modern cultural phenomenon determined, on one hand, by the dissolution of traditional 
forms of social community under the influence of globalisation and postindustrial 
socioeconomic transformations, and on the other hand, by the need to alienated individuals to get 
integrated, even temporarily, in consumption communities centred around specific social rituals 
and symbols (Cova 1997; Firat and Venkatesh 1995, Kozinets 2001). Other researchers focus 
their attention on the way in which consumer culture is embedded in a particular cultural 
context, usually defined on a geographical basis (Arnould 1989; Coulter et al. 2003; Joy 2001; 
McCraken 1986).  
 
c. The Sociohistoric Patterning of Consumption – analysis the influence of various institutional 
and social structures, such as class, community, ethnicity or gender, on the consumption process 
(Wallendorf and Arnould 1991; Allen 2002; Belk 1992; Dobscha and Ozanne 2001; Wallendorf 
2001). On the other hand, the studies attempt to explain the creation and evolution of 
relationships among consumers’ experience, beliefs and ritual practices, and the underlying 
institutional and social structures. The modern consumer communities are eliminating the 
constraints of geography, centring instead on the symbolic and ritualistic dimensions of 
commercial brands (Okleshen 2001; Mũniz and O’Guinn 2002). On the other hand, ethnic 
identities are expanded at transnational level, being socially represented by consumable elements 
with cultural value – costume, foods, crafs, music, and provide a solution for cultural identity in 
fluid social contexts (Oswald 1999; Askegaard et al. 2005).     
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d. Mass-Mediated Marketplace Ideologies and Consumers’ Interpretive Strategies – this stream 
of research is investigated the messages diffused by mass media about the cultural meanings of 
modern consumption and the way in which consumers are interpreting these messages and 
formulate critical responses (Hirschman 1988; Hetrick and Lozada 1994; Hirschman and 
Thompson 1997). These studies are often using semiotic and literary theories to analyse the 
symbolic meanings, cultural ideals and ideological elements encoded into consumer culture 
communications, as well as the rhetorical methods applied to transmit them effectively 
(Hirschman 1988 and 1990; McQuarrie and Mick 1996; Stern, 1995 and 1996). The consumers 
are perceived as active interpretive agents who analyse, modify and re-transmit the dominant 
representation of consumer identity portrayed in the media, rather than passive receptors of a 
dominant global culture (Holt 2002; Kozinets 2002, Murray 2002; Thompson 2004).       
 
These streams of research are interdependent and complex, building on the idea of cultural 
capital (Holt 1998; Allen 2002) and attempting to develop a culturally-based resource theory of 
the consumer that parallels the resource-based theories of the firm (Hunt and Morgan 2004). 
This approach analyses the way in which consumers allocate economic, social and cultural 
resources between competing brands and how they use the market offerings to enrich their 
capital, being in line with the theory of customer value cocreation advocated by Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy (2004) and Vargo and Lusch (2004).  
 
Communal Consumption 
 
Differences in consumption behaviour have always served as an important area of research for 
social classification, in order to understand how consumption patterns express, reproduce, and 
potentially transform social collectivities (Holt 1997). Grounded in the knowledge on the 
“experience on gemeinschaft” (Vaisey 2007) developed by Tönnies ([1987] 1988), and Weber 
([1922] 1978), Veblen ([1899] 1970), Simmel ([1900] 1978; [1904] 1957), Durkheim ([1915] 
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1965), and Weber ([1922] 1978) guided these early research streams towards consumption as a 
distinctive domain for social classification (Holt 1997). In recent years, a plethora of research 
studies has been published by marketers tipping the topic of communal consumption (Cova 
1997) and the degree and influence of contextuality on consumption. Theoretical contributions 
have started distinguishing various communal consumption concepts like “consumption 
communities” (Boorstin 1974), “consumption sub-cultures” (Schouten and McAlexander 1995), 
“consumer tribes” (Maffesoli 1996; Kozinets 1999, 2001; Cova and Cova 2002) and “brand 
communities” (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001; McAlexander et al. 2002; Muniz and Schau 2005), or 
emphasising their co-existence (Kozinets 2001; Cova et al. 2007). On the other hand, 
methodologically driven research streams have been motivated by the necessity to understand 
the practical business applications of communal consumption, like its implications on brand 
perception (McWilliam 2000), customer loyalty (Oliver 1994; Rosenbaum et al. 2005; 
Algesheimer et al. 2005), intentional social action and social influence (Bagozzi 2000; Bagozzi 
and Dholakia 2002; Dholakia et al. 2004), or by the methodological approach to this research 
topic (Kozinets 2002).   
 
The critical discussion of communal consumption in this article focuses on Arnould and 
Thompson’s (2005) research stream of marketplace culture and is based on the broad theoretical 
perspective adopted by Holt (1997), who considered social collectivities that are not formally 
organized, that are constituted and sustained through social processes, and in which membership 
is not necessarily conscious. Therefore, social collectivities are “[…] groups of people who have 
been socialized in similar conditions […], are embedded in similar social relations […], and so 
tend to have similar cultural understandings” (Holt 1997, p. 326). Holt outlines that these social 
collectivities structure consumption patterns and vice versa (1997, p. 327). Therefore communal 
consumption behaviour can be defined as the act or process of consuming something together 
with or in the presence of others. Through this shared consumption practices social structures are 
permanently and dynamically created, maintained and/or transformed. 
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Communal consumption research so far is limited in several ways. First, traditionally, the 
research approach to communal consumption is based on quantitative analyses of large 
collections of primary data in order to identify consumption patters based on the laws of large 
numbers. Social collectivities are defined relating the acquisition and consumption of a specific 
product or service with a limited number of demographic characteristics. These characteristics 
are generally considered as market segmentation criteria that determine a low variation of 
consumption patters within homogeneous consumer segments, and a large consumption 
difference between various consumer segments. The social collectivities defined through this 
approach are often considered as a stabilised, static and simplified state of social consumption 
relations previously defined within another social phenomenon (Latour 2005). In both academic 
and professional studies, the dynamics of collectivities, in which ongoing social interactions 
among individual members change their future appearance and structure, is often neglected. 
Instead, a series of static mathematical elements are used to emphasise the cohesiveness of 
consumption communities, and to provide a stable image of individual motivation and 
behaviour.  
 
Second, the members of social collectivities are treated as passive individuals (Poole 1996), that 
just react on the basis of psychological mechanisms (e.g. compliance, self-esteem, etc.) or of 
external forces such as group norms and peer pressure. The fact that members are able to choose 
to participate in a multiplicity of different groups, and the degree of control they exercise - 
within existing external and internal constraints – on group behaviour and actions, is not taken 
into account since these are not easily integrated in a simplified and abstract statistical analysis. 
The causal effects between individual motivations and consumption processes are not fully 
explored and understood, leading to false representations of reality, which neglect the fact that 
the same consumption behaviour can be determined by various individual motivations and 
contexts (Guzzo et al. 1993; Snijders and Bosker 2004). In fact, the very meaning of 
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consumption acts is interpreted, negotiated and transformed at individual level (Arnould and 
Thompson 2005), the social events representing only the superficial expression of the dynamic 
interplay of these forces (Poole1996).  
 
Third, communal research also fails to integrate the macro-level of analysis, in which the 
specific culture, as well as the general market structure and institutions, are determining the 
manifestation and the evolution of specific consumption patterns. Finally, considering the strong 
globalisation trends that are increasingly manifest in the modern market environment, the 
consumption patterns are often determined by cross-cultural phenomena (Cova et al. 2007). 
Globalisation trends have, on one hand, fragmented the national culture and markets in multiple 
cultural segments, and, on the other hand, have expanded some of these cultural segments to a 
transnational dimension (e.g. ethnic groups or Internet-based communities). The emergence of 
“world cities” (Friedmann and Wolff 1982), subnational regions (Kresl 1992),  supranational 
trade blocs (Papadopoulos 1992) have determined various authors to replace the term ‘country’ 
with ‘place’ to define the unit of reference for marketing research (Kotler et al. 1993; Cox 1995; 
Knox 1996). At individual level, these conflictual tendencies are influencing the dynamic re-
construction of the personal self (Wattanasuwan 2005). The postmodern consumer mixes and 
matches various cultural elements in order to build a cultural identity in which the traditional 
national culture is only one element among others, 
 
Structure and Structuration 
 
Although structure is a central concept in sociology, anthropology and cultural research, often it 
is not clear what structure is and where is comes from (Sewell 1992). Sewell emphasises three 
fundamental problems in the current use of the word “structure”: First, structure reduces 
individuals in the social science research discourse as passive, reactive players and therefore 
neglects “human agency”, and the “efficacy of human action” (Sewell 1992, p. 2). Second, 
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social life is deconstructed into consistent patterns. Thus, structure implies stability, but how 
patterns change over time is not explained. Third, the notion of structure is used in contradictory 
senses in different social science disciplines. Following the ideas of Giddens (1976, 1979, 1984) 
and Bourdieu (1977, 1984)1, Sewell developed an approach that overcomes these weaknesses. 
 
Central to his approach is Gidden’s (1976, 1979, 1984) notion of ”duality of structure”. In this 
context, structures are considered “both the medium and the outcome of the practices which 
constitute social systems” (Giddens 1981, p. 27). Structures do not exist independently of 
individuals. They shape individual’s behavior, but it is also individual’s behavior that reproduces 
social structures (Sewell 1992). Following Giddens, structuration means studying the ongoing 
process in which social systems are produced and reproduced in social interactions. A system is 
an observable pattern of relations between people. A structure is an unobservable set of rules2 
(e.g. group norms) and resources (e.g. human resources: individual traits, abilities, physical 
strength, knowledge, emotional commitment; or. non-human resources: objects, possession) 
which interact to generate the system. Following Sewell’s extension of Giddens’ ideas, rules or 
schemas are generalisable procedures that can be applied to enact, extent, regulate or reproduce 
social life. As structure is defined by rules and resources, the duality of structure can also be 
found within the relation between rules and resources. While human resources are the 
consequences of the application of cultural rules or schemas, the activation of non-human 
resources “is dependent on cultural schemas that inform their social use” (Sewell 1992). On the 
other hand, the enactment of resources is a capability that serves as a source of power and 
therefore changes the rules or the cultural schemas in a social context. Production happens if 
people in a group apply rules and resources in group interactions, reproduction occurs when 
                                                
1 Critical literature on Gidden’s work, mainly on the development of an ontology without articulating or justifying a 
normative theory nor empirical prove on that, may be found in Held and Thompson 1989; Bryant and Jary 1991; 
Bryant 1992. Critiques on Bourlieu may be found in Lamont and Lareau 1988; Wacquant 1989. 
 
2 Sewell (1992) suggested to use the term „schema“ rather than “rules” to emphasize that rules in Giddens’ sense 
are not “formally stated prescriptions”, but “the informal and not always conscious schemas, metaphors, or 
assumptions presupposed by such formal statements (p. 8). 
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acting group members reinforce the system.3 Thus, social systems are not structures, “they rather 
embody structures or structural properties” (Mouzelis, 1989 p.614), and may be understood as 
“empirically observable, intertwining, and relatively bounded social practices that link persons 
across time and space” (Sewell 1992, p. 6). 
 
Following these ideas, the above mentioned critiques of conventional literature on social 
structure are solved, because individuals are enabled by their capabilities of human agency to 
recreate structures. Furthermore, as Sewell emphasized - Giddens used the phrase “structuration” 
not structure - which indicates on ongoing process and not a stable state. Structuration therefore 
is constituted by sets of rules and resources that “mutually imply and sustain each other over 
time” (Sewell 1992). Based on this perspective, Sewell proposed five key assumptions to the 
theory of structure (1992): 
(1) the multiplicity of structures implies that structures may occur at multiple levels, when 
individuals generate a hierarchy of rules that are applied differently in different situations. Thus, 
a degree of variation is introduced within each level. 
(2) the transposibility of schemas proposes that rules or schemas are generalisable and 
compatible over a range of circumstances. Individuals are capable to apply these rules in 
unfamiliar situations so that structures can emerge, change, or disappear. Sewell emphasized that 
human agency can be characterized by the capability to transpose and extend learned procedures 
to new circumstances. While Mouzelis (1989) criticised Giddens’ approach of focusing 
primarily on the individual while neglecting the collectivity, Sewell argued that human agency is 
both, individual and collective, and “the extent of agency exercised by individual persons 
depends profoundly on their positions in collective organizations” (p. 21).  
                                                
3 It should be mentioned, that Sewell argued that it is possible that individuals engaging in relations don’t 
consciously perceive the structural patterns and probably don’t desire their reproduction (Sewell 1992). 
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(3) the unpredictability of resource accumulation implies that the outcome of applying rules to 
new circumstances is unknown. Therefore, the consequences of transposing multiple rules of 
resource distribution and re-accumulation to new structures is unpredictable.  
(4) the polysemy of resources maintains that resources have multiple meanings that differ 
between individuals. Thus, they may have different consequences in different structures.  
(5) the intersection of structures assumes that structures do intersect and overlap. 
 
Although Sewell’s approach has been an important progress towards understanding social 
structure, is not free of criticism. Three major blocks of criticism may be found. First, mainly 
Emirbayer and colleagues emphasized Sewell’s lack of a profound definitional framework. 
Thus, Emirbayer and Goodwin (1994), as well as Emirbayer and Mische (1998) and Meyer and 
Jepperson (2000) criticized the improper characterisation of human agency, and its interrelations 
with structure. While Sewell argued that individuals have knowledge on cultural schemas that 
creates rules, the origin of this knowledge, as well as the origins of structure and cultural 
schemas are not clearly indicated (Meyer and Jepperson 2000). Second, the dynamics of 
structure, the causality of static states over time and their normative implications (Emirbayer 
1997) are not well developed. Third, Sewell did not make any empirical research propositions 
for measuring the dynamic structuration of individuals and/or organization as agents in different 
social structures, and at various hierarchical levels (Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994; Emirbayer 
and Mische 1998; Mohr 1998).  
 
Based on Gidden’s ideas on structuration, this study proposes a multi-level model which 
attempts to represent the various elements that dynamically interact to create, maintain and 
transform consumption patterns. 
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A Synthetic, Multi-level Model of Cultural Influence on an International Marketing 
Transaction/Relationship 
 
The various streams of theoretical and empirical research presented in this paper can be 
considered as complementary, interdependent parts, each having its own theoretical and practical 
utility. However, the design and implementation of effective business transactions, in the present 
market conditions of complexity and dynamic competition, requires the integration of these parts 
into a synthetic, holistic perspective on marketing practices.   
 
A possible representation of the various cultural levels and of their influence on marketing 
transactions/relationships is presented in Figure 1.  
 
Take in Figure 1 
 
The model integrates the micro, mezzo, macro and supra dimension of modern cultural elements 
that influence the process of consumption. At micro level, the main focus of research is on the 
interaction between the individual consumer and the business organisation, in which a series of 
purchasing and consumption symbols and rituals are defined and developed, which in turn will 
influence the cultural profile of the two actors. This influence will be more visible in the outer 
layer of cultural manifestations: internalising the new consumption symbols and rituals, the 
consumer will change his/her attitudes and behaviours, while the business organisation will 
adapt the marketing-mix to the specific cultural circumstances of the market. The negotiation of 
purchasing and consumption symbols and meanings must be considered as a dynamic process, 
which will determine the progressive evolution of the cultural profile of consumers and business 
organisations. In order to outline more clearly the international dimension of market interactions, 
considered as the basis of this study, the two main participants have been located in two different 
countries. 
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At the mezzo level of analysis, the two main actors of market interactions are embedded in a 
specific community, the consumer being influenced by his/her social group of reference (that can 
be centred on ethnical, consumption or professional values), while the business organisation is 
adapting to the structure of its strategic group of reference. These reference groups are actively 
participating in the market system and institutions. At this level, the cultural interactions are 
taking place not only between companies and consumers, but also among various members of 
the same community, creating a series of socially-shared cultural symbols and rituals. On the 
other hand, the individual units of interactions are participating to a multitude of social 
communities, playing various cultural roles that represent different facets of a complex 
individual self/corporate identity.   
 
The social groups are constitutive parts of the national cultures, which represent in the proposed 
model the macro level of analysis. The cultural values active at this level are influencing both 
the group of reference and the individual units. This influence is often unconscious, the national 
cultural symbols and rituals being learned progressively and internalised during the process of 
acculturation.  
 
The national cultures are nowadays transformed by the globalisation trends that are located at the 
supra level of analysis. These transnational forces also influence the individuals, the companies, 
and the social/strategic groups of reference, re-defining the limits and the structure of cultural 
manifestations.   
 
The complex interactions among all these elements and the dynamic of the resulting cultural 
transformations must represent the focus of integrated cultural projects. Table 1 presents the 
various elements the research methodology better adapted to each level of cultural analysis.  
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Take in Table I 
 
However, this partition in successive levels is made only for didactical purposes. The 
development of a complex perspective, which combines and inter-relates the results obtained at 
different levels of analysis, is paramount for creating a complete and dynamic image of the 
modern cultural phenomena that characterise consumption. The active application of this 
approach permits the understanding of various forces that shape the market structure, and 
provides the necessary information to companies for designing and implementing effective 
marketing strategies.  
 
Concluding remarks 
 
A strict conceptualisation of culture neglects the dynamic complexity of cultural phenomena, 
through a process of analytical decomposition, abstractisation and simplification. In reality, the 
effects of cultural dimensions are not separate, but interdependent and dynamic, the holistic 
effect of all parts being more complex than the each separate element taken independently.  
 
The quantitative and the qualitative research frameworks used to investigating purchasing and 
consumption in the context of marketing practices are incomplete, being capable to outline only 
a partial reality. This paper attempted to demonstrate that the only valid approach to consumer 
experiences is an integrated method that combines various levels, and types of analysis in a 
dynamic perspective.  
 
 
The integration of structuration theories with a multilevel approach offers a variety of 
opportunities in studying communal consumption behavior:  
 21 
(a) first of all, we can easily study the influence of group structure on individual behavior, and 
the effect of individual behavior on group structure over time by integrating cross-level 
interaction effects. By doing so, we can truly analyze group dynamics.  
(b) second, it is possible to analyze individual and structural effects simultaneously without 
being forced to aggregate or disaggregate data.  
(c) third, it is assumed that the data is auto-correlated which corresponds to real situations in 
which members are influenced by the group and influence each other.  
(d) forth, we can study causal feedback loops over levels, where the group influences individuals 
and vice versa.  
(e) fifth, by adding time as one level of analysis, time delay effects can be studied at various 
level of consumption phenomena.  
 
However, the enactment of this methodological approach implies further developments in the 
theory and modellisation of communal consumption, as well the empirical validation of new 
research methods by the professional and academic community.  
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Figure 1. A synthetic model of the various levels of cultural influence on market 
transaction/relationship 
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Table I. The various levels of cultural influence and the methodological approach for their 
investigation  
 
Level Units of 
research 
 Focus of research Research 
methodology 
Micro 
level 
Individual 
consumer, 
Business 
organisation 
The interaction between the consumer 
and the business organisation; the co-
creation and the co-reinforcement of 
purchasing and consumption rituals 
Mainly qualitative, 
case study approach 
Mezzo 
level 
Social groups, 
Strategic 
groups 
The influence of the groups of 
reference on the cultural profile and 
behaviour of customers and business 
organisations; the participation to 
multiple groups; the dynamic of 
groups  
Quantitative and 
qualitative; statistical 
analysis detailed 
through a case study 
approach 
Macro 
level 
National 
culture, 
Market 
system and 
institutions 
The influence of the national 
characteristics on the cultural profile 
and behaviour of groups, individuals 
and business organisations; the 
historical evolution of national culture 
Quantitative and 
qualitative 
Supra 
level 
Globalisation 
trends, 
Transnational 
systems and 
institutions 
The influence of globalisation trends, 
on the profile and dynamics of 
national culture, groups of reference, 
individuals and business 
organisations; the dynamics of 
transnational trends and institutions  
Quantitative and 
qualitative; 
transnational cross-
country analysis  
 
 
   
 
 
  
 
